Abstract
Introduction
In the wake of the financial crises of the 1990s and the late 2000s, the financial base for many Swedish welfare programmes had become somewhat eroded. Within the wide spectrum of services provided, the municipality-based social services represent a major component, including care of the elderly and the disabled, child welfare, social assistance, and treatment of substance abusers. Locally elected political bodies decide on the allocation of resources to various sectors and enjoy large discretion in this capacity, since the regulatory Social Services Act essentially provides a framework.
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A core element in all political activity is making priorities. Although individual political practice normally includes neither well articulated ranking lists nor explicit arguments for precedence, the shaping of political policy might concisely be defined, as Callahan (1987 p. 141 ) puts it, 'as a set of priorities of action and the resources oriented towards achieving a goal'. Hence, the necessity of setting priorities is neither a new feature of political life nor a result solely from a consequence of financial constraints. Scarce resources do, however, make the setting of priorities more challenging since they often involve cutbacks and less favourable conditions for certain areas or user groups.
The overall distribution of resources within the Swedish social services normally does not correspond to any single decision or easily identified political actor. In addition to formal political influence, allocative outcomes are also a result of how executives, administrators, and social workers implement political decisions. Political decisions regarding the total amount of resources distributed to various programmes or sectors are sometimes referred to as first-order decisions (Elster, 1992) or strategic decision-making. Second-order decisions refer to the allocation of given resources among potential users. In complex organizations, such as the social services, there are no clear-cut dividing lines between the two levels, which are intimately intertwined, but the range of political decisions and the scope of professional discretion vary from one area to another and between different municipalities (Thorslund, Bergmark, & Parker, 1997) . As a result, political accountability may sometimes seem somewhat hard to follow (Lewin, 2007; Thorslund et al., 1997) .
The issues of 'who gets what?' and 'on what grounds?' evoke questions of basic values and how these are manifested in political and economic realities. The fundamental challenge of making choices in the social services lies in the balance between fulfilling public needs within given time limits and the budget provided. This is particularly emphasized in publicly funded organizations, which are expected to be permeated with fairness and equality (Martin, Giacomini, & Singer, 2002; Temkin, 2003) . This article will, on the basis of a study conducted in 2006-2007, analyse how politicians in a number of Swedish municipalities relate to decision-making involving priorities, what groups or activities they give precedence to, and how their orientation in this respect is shaped by values and personal-background factors. The focus here is not, however, actual priorities, but the politician's attitudes towards priorities.
Priorities in the political sphere
When making priorities in the social services, the decision-maker faces the task of putting one group or person ahead of others, that is setting some interests aside in order to give precedence to others (Callahan, 1987; Calltorp, 1989) . This is a well established ingredient in political life as well as in professional practice. Political priorities have a direct bearing on micro-level decisions since they provide the financial and regulatory framework for the individual case (Björk & Rosén, 1993; Lammintakanen & Kinnunen, 2004) . It is, however, an open question to what extent an allocative profile in a municipality can be regarded as a reflection of political will and of values attached to certain ideological positions (Lammintakanen & Kinnunen, 2004) .
The allocation of resources in the social services is a multifaceted policy operation (Karski & Barth, 2000) that has need as an essential factor, where need is not only the rationale for the sector in itself but also constitutes the cornerstone of the Social Services Act. Different actors hold varied and often conflicting views on what constitutes a true or urgent need (Lister, 2010) . Hence, the values and beliefs of political boards, clients, managers, and social workers can have an impact on how politicians make their decisions (Reilly, 1994) . Everyday politics is then not only a trade-off between political parties or the implementation of political programmes, but to a large extent also an internal organizational process where numerous interests are involved (Greener & Powell, 2003) .
Four material principles of allocation may serve as representations of the different perspectives held by first-order actors: the principle of need, the principle of deservingness, the principle of economy, and the principle of capacity to benefit. As already established above, the principle of need stands out as central in social work, where it is prescribed, in short, that resources should be allocated on the basis of need and that motives for giving higher priority should be constituted on the basis of more severe and extensive needs. The concept of need is disputed, however. On the one hand, 'need' can be seen as equal to demand. On the other hand, 'need' can be described as a defined level (comparatively low) of welfare. When interpreting need as equal to demand, the social services are allowed to take a more passive stance, and to wait for initiatives or applications from claimants. With need defined as a low level of welfare follows the imperative to search out needy citizens and to establish outreach activities (Taylor & Devine, 1994) .
The principle of deservingness originates from the idea that it is morally wrong to recompense people who (knowingly or not) get themselves into trouble. This rests on the notion that negative incentive effects might be generated through generosity to undeserving groups, as it is likely that individuals will be less cautious about involving themselves in troubled situations if they know that compensation or treatment will be available (Dworkin, 1981) . Historically, the principle of deservingness was a central one in Swedish poor-relief legislation (Wallentin, 1988) . The principle of economy (or contribution), on the other hand, with its emphasis on the allocation of resources in accordance with how much the users contribute to their financing, can rather be seen as complementary to the other three. Support for a system where fees are paid by the applicants in order to benefit from services is a material expression of this principle, where the utilization of the principle may be regarded as an aspect of redistribution, since fees or co-payments normally only cover a certain amount of actual costs. The use of fees is repeatedly visualized by advocates of this principle as a needs test in itself, since it may serve to keep the less needy out (Bergmark, 1996) .
The capacity to benefit, finally, is the principle whereby the clients who are most likely to improve their situation as a result of a social-services intervention should be given high priority (Hasenfeldt & Steinmetz, 1981) . The goal here is to target interventions in such a way that the highest average increase of welfare is achieved. With this follows the giving of high priority to clients with problems that match obtainable goals; to be exact, precedence is given to clients who have more solvable problems and equivalent lower priority is given to less solvable cases or to long-term cases.
From an ideal-type democratic perspective, politicians are expected to base their actions on ideologies and generally held values when fulfilling their promises to their voters. Besides following a particular political programme, this political accountability also involves openness to comments concerning how individuals actually are affected by the priorities made. However, strategic considerations are apt to complicate this view of local democracy, since organizational considerations, national politics, and short-term popular opinion may be involved in an unpredictable manner (Dierwechter & Coffey, 2010; Lammintakanen & Kinnunen, 2004) . It has been argued that pragmatism is a more salient feature of local politics than ideology, and analyses show that political majority is a less significant factor for allocative policy than might be expected (Aronsson, 1999; Trydegård & Thorslund 2001) , in which case any underlying assumption that decisions and priorities are made with a rational and objective approach may be somewhat misleading (Lewin, 2007) . Other factors to consider are organizational aspects, individual preferences, regional strategies, and the local parliamentary balance of power (Dierwechter & Coffey, 2010; Lien & Arnt Pettersen, 2004; Trydegård & Thorslund, 2001 ). Priorities have further been shown to be affected by area bias, that is, a tendency to advocate or exercise priorities that serve the field one represents or the clients that are the target group for that area (Bergmark, 1995; Wörlén & Bergmark, 2011) . These tendencies to choose one's own area may originate from a self-serving bias, a better acquaintance with conditions within the field or from a fundamental dedication to the area.
To sum up, the setting of priorities is a process related to such organizational factors as the given municipality, fellow politicians, routines, and policies, as well as to personal factors. Nevertheless, decision-making is also about balancing personal preferences, professional opinions, and the influence of local guidelines and national legislation (Elster, 1992; Ham, 1997; Lewin, 2007) .
Methodology
This study is based on a survey addressed to political decision-makers in six Swedish municipalities. In order to pick out more homogenous and manageable units to work with, a selection was first made of municipalities with a population ranging from 20 000 to 65 000. This covered 95, or one-third of all municipalities in Sweden. Out of these 95 municipalities, six were then chosen on the basis of changes in expenditures in the period 2002-2004 for certain services (individual and family services, IFS) or cover ratios (care for the elderly and the disabled, CED). For the IFS, the focus was on child welfare and substance-abuse treatment. Two municipalities were chosen for their increase of resources in these areas, and another two for their decrease (picked from the top-two versus bottom-two deciles of municipalities with respect to increased or decreased resources). A similar selection was made in eldercare, on the basis of an increase or reduction in the relative proportion of the elderly who were provided home care or special housing during the same period. A reason for this was to see to what extent allocative trends were reflected in the attitudes and desired priorities of the studied politicians during that period. Finally, considerations of convenience were weighed in, on the basis of the distance to each municipality. Of the municipalities finally chosen, one (representing increased coverage rate in eldercare) that originally had agreed to participate subsequently withdrew. The municipality originally chosen for the pilot study -Östersund -was then added to make up the six. This municipality is situated in the same population range as the others and the only change made in the survey after the pilot was the removal of a number of questions. Table 1 presents the general characteristics of the selected municipalities. At the time of the study, the greater part of Swedish municipalities had a socialist majority. This was also the case for my selection, where only one of the six had a conservative majority. In relation to how the individual politicians responded to questions regarding allocative matters in their own municipality, one might expect those representing the minority to be less loyal with recent decisions and less in favour of existing practices of resource distribution. On the other hand, as Aronsson (1999) points out, local politics are often characterized by more pragmatism and less confrontation than are national politics and many solutions are reached by consensus.
Participating politicians who received the questionnaire were selected from a number of defined boards -the municipal, the CED [Care of the Elderly and Disabled], and the IFS [Individuals and Family Services] boards. The invitation to participate was put to 207 politicians, of whom 191 responded to the questionnaire. Most of the respondents answered the questionnaire during a regular board meeting, where the present researcher distributed it to them. Respondents who did not participate at the board meeting received a questionnaire through the mail. This generated a response rate of 92 per cent. Table 2 includes some facts on political affiliation, municipal board, and background. The socialist block comprises the Left Party, the Social Democrats, and the Green Party, and the conservative block the Centre Party, Liberal Party, Moderate Party, and Christian Democratic Party. There were a few smaller, local parties, but these are not included in the political blocks displayed here.
The socialist majority in the participating municipalities is well reflected in the distribution of the respondents, with more than 60 per cent belonging to this block. More than one-third were active in the municipal board, meaning that they -at least formally -were involved in more overarching allocative decisions and were supposed to be acquainted with the conditions in most areas. Respondents from the more specialized boards can be expected to have a more narrow scope of interest and knowledge and, hypothetically, a stronger area bias. In this respect the CED board group may be depicted as the most specialized, since it only included 'pure' CED members, while the IFS board group was here a merger of 'pure' IFS boards and other social boards with a somewhat wider scope. Systematic comparisons between respondents from different political boards and different political blocks were carried out. Finally, a logistic regression was employed in order to estimate the relationships between desired priorities and certain characteristics, with other factors under control. The dependent variables in the regression models were the politicians' expressed priorities for groups that in a general manner may be targets for the social services (children, the elderly, the unemployed, and people with other social problems). The variable 'unemployed' was constructed out of one answer alternative to the question on what groups should be prioritized for investments for the future, while the other dependent variables were condensed from two answering alternatives. The variable 'Elderly' was constructed from 'elderly in general' and 'elderly over 80 years of age', 'Social problems' from 'young people with social problems (including their families)' and 'grown-up people with other social and psychological problems', and 'Children' from 'children and young people in general' and 'day-care children'. Throughout the regression models the dependent variables were made dichotomous. The independent variables were the factors that after initial testing on a bivariate level were related to the dependent variables. The choice of independent variables involved tests on a broad range of variables -demographic characteristics; personal factors such as education, age, years in municipal politics, part-time or full-time as politician, usage or experience of childcare or eldercare, or both, financial support, other individual and family services or care of the physically or mentally disabled; to what extent the politicians felt they needed to make priorities; in what areas cutbacks should be made; perceived problems of conflicting demands and insufficient resources; and principles of distribution -all with no significant causalities. All independent variables except the scales covering principles of distribution are, with reference to scale, categorical in the models. Tests of multicollinearity were also carried out. For a brief review of the independent variables, see Table 3 . 
Results
One of the questions raised was how local politicians would like to see future priorities made. In the survey, the respondents were asked to say for what client group they wanted the social services to exert more effort in the future, explicitly, to give top priority in relation to the existing distribution of resources.
As mentioned above, we may expect a certain bias in favour of users or problem areas connected with the political board where the respondents operate. The distribution yielded in Table 4 essentially confirms the existence of this kind of pattern, which is most visible for decision-makers within the CED board, which to a noticeably higher extent advocated increased priority for the elderly. Politicians in the IFS board could be expected to vote for any of the remaining groups, since all fall within the IFS domain. The table shows, however, that their area-specific bias only involves children, a preference they share with IFS professionals (Wörlén & Bergmark, 2011) . Children were also the group with the overall highest support. The least priority was given to the category 'people with social problems', which is a merger of various client groups and social difficulties where family or youth problems (including youth delinquency, domestic violence, etc.) dominate. The unemployed, a group that also falls within the IFS domain, attracted the least support and no specific priority from the IFS politicians. Table 5 displays how politicians from the two political blocks wished to prioritize different groups, and the results do not conform to how we may expect political ideology ought to interact with these priorities. Thus, a hypothetical stance might be that conservatives may have a tendency to endorse the principle of deservingness -picking groups perceived to have no personal responsibility for their dependence -and thus advocate the needs of the elderly and of children to a higher extent than socialists would. No such pattern is visible, however. There are in fact no significant differences between the two political blocks at all. Whether this is a result of negligible ideological differences or a sign that the question does not capture existing dissimilarities in this respect is not possible to say. Local politics in Sweden is, as already established, frequently depicted as more pragmatic and less ideological than national politics (Aronsson, 1999) .
Capturing the differences between the political blocks through their support for different allocative principles does, however, yield visible diversity related to political affiliation. In Table 6 we find that the conservatives embraced the principles of economy and of capacity to benefit to a larger extent than the socialists did. If we look at this from a common-sense view of conservative ideology these outcomes may be perceived as expected, especially for the principle of economy, which corresponds with notions of individual responsibility and decreased public financing. We may also, but less evidently, regard the principle of capacity to benefit as congruent with a conservative agenda since an increased focus on measurable outcomes could also be used as an argument for both decreased public involvement and less resources for clients with a long history within the social services. A somewhat less anticipated outcome is that the socialists expressed relatively greater support for the principle of deservingness. The notion of negative incentive effects as a result of generous benefits or the idea that it is morally incorrect to support people who are not immaculate victims of external circumstances is definitely more associated with a conservative discourse than a socialist one. The principle that created the least disagreement was the principle of need, which attracted fairly high support from both blocks.
Besides politicians' attitudes in relation to principles of distribution and desirable priorities, a majority have been involved in real allocative decisions that entailed cutbacks or added resources. In order to find out how these decisions were distributed over various areas we asked the respondents to report what they had been involved in during the past year. We also asked them to make distinctions between allocative decisions of a more general nature, those addressing an entire area, and those of a more detailed kind where specific activities were the object. Table 7 presents how the answers were distributed for the politicians on the different boards.
An expected result here was that the domains of the specialized boards would be reflected in these politicians' allocative decisions and that the members of the municipal board would display the most variety in this respect. In general, it seems that the board-specific pattern is more distinct for added resources than for cutbacks. Politicians active within a CED board were the ones most clearly concentrated on their own specific area. They also differed from the other boards by being involved in added resources and cutbacks to the same extent. One reason for this pattern might be that a rapidly ageing population makes this an area where demand has increased more than elsewhere and that this demand has to be met by the reallocation of resources. It is important, however, to be aware that Table 7 by no means offers an economic balance sheet of some sort or a manifestation of actual priorities, since we have no information on how big the added or decreased resources were in monetary terms, or how large the user groups were that were involved. The fact that cutbacks on the whole are less common than increases could also be an effect of decision-makers' reluctance to label their actions as 'rationing' or 'cutbacks' (Bergmark, 1997) . Alternatively, it could also mean that the data had been collected in a period of improved finances. In Table 8 we return to desired priorities. This study took the analysis a step further by utilizing logistic regression models. Four different models were developed, each one with a group selected for priority as a dichotomous dependent variable, as shown in Tables 4 and 5 . Independent variables were selected in a two-step process, where variables unrelated on a bivariate level were rejected together with variables with a highly uneven distribution. (For further information on the variables included, see the method section above.) Factors such as family composition, age, time in local politics or personal experience of using certain social services did not establish any connections with desired priorities. Of the three variables capturing personal background, only gender established significant connections with the prioritized groups. Male politicians showed a higher inclination to see to the interests of the elderly, while females tended to support the unemployed to a higher extent. There are no obvious reasons why this pattern emerged. If anything, a more stereotypically gendered pattern would have suggested the opposite, with eldercare as a 'caring' and feminine arena and the labour market as a more masculine one; however, such an outcome was not present. Somewhat unanticipated also is the fact that politicians from the conservative block showed a tendency to advocate an increased focus on people with social problems. One reason for this may be that many answers within this category involve youth problems with respect to youth delinquency and that 'law and order' by tradition is a conservative key issue. A more expected outcome was found for different boards, where the area bias found in Table 4 , which was most visible for the CED politicians, remains in the multivariate models here.
Among the municipalities, the politicians from Avesta stand out, with significant outcomes for two of the groups. Avesta was the only conservativegoverned municipality in the selection, and was selected owing to its having decreased resources in child welfare (see Table 1 ). In Table 8 we can see that children were given low support from Avesta politicians, which means that there is a certain match between attitudes and allocative trend in this municipality. This is, however, the only case where this kind of match can be identified. The politicians in Avesta also gave relatively low priority to social problems. This has no connection to any visible allocative trend, however. As we can see in the table, there were similar tendencies for Sollefteå and Borlänge.
In the models this study also used previous experience of increased and decreased resources as independent variables (as they were presented in Table 7 , but with 'in general' and 'certain actions' merged together). A number of the significant relationships that were established here may be depicted as logical with respect to how previous decisions and attitudes go together. One example is that those involved in decisions on increased resources for social assistance also displayed an inclination to advocate priority for the unemployed and for people with social problems. A similar connection was found for child and youth welfare and children. The negative connection between increased resources in the area of substance abuse and priority to the elderly and the unemployed is less explicable, as are the outcomes for cutbacks.
Considering the allocative principles presented earlier, we can note here that the model displays rather frail relations. However, respondents in support of 'the principle of deservingness' are less in favour of prioritizing children and slightly more in favour of the elderly. Both of these client groups are by tradition the ones who receive the most support when professionals or political decision-makers are asked to pick a group to give priority to (Bergmark, 1995; Wörlén, 2010) . The only other allocative principle establishing a relation is 'the principle of capacity to benefit', showing tendencies of being embraced by politicians who give less priority to people with 'social problems'. This group consists of clients with possibly less solvable problems and restricted opportunities to benefit from interventions.
Discussion
How predictable, then, is the expressed priority-making of local political decision-makers? To what extent does information on personal background, political affiliation, area of responsibility, and so forth, tell us anything about their preferences and inclinations to support certain groups or activities? The general impression from the results presented here is that it is hard to detect clear-cut patterns of circumstances that guide the judgements in any one direction. The most noticeable exception to this is what is referred to above as area bias, that is, the tendency to prioritize clients and activities within one's own area of responsibility. This outcome is, of course, anything but unexpected. Nor is the fact that CED politicians seem to be the most visible representatives for such a bias, since the users within their domain are less heterogeneous compared to the wider array of client groups sorting under other boards.
To sum up, one might have expected more clear-cut divergences between the political blocks, considering the basis of party political ideologies and their positions. The results, however, show that political affiliation overall is not a determining factor. This confirms findings from previous research, where political issues and decisions on a local level have been shown to be more pragmatic and close to everyday life than is decision-making at the national level, or at least this seems to be the general outcome for prioritized groups. Yet in relation to allocative principles political colour seems to matter. Conservative politicians, as expected, agreed with the principles of economy and of capacity to benefit, while socialists, less expectedly, embrace the principle of deservingness. All these principles seem to be quite loosely connected to desired priorities, however. Accordingly, political affiliation seems to have an impact on more general beliefs but less on a micro-level, where different client groups are put up against each other.
The selection of municipalities for the study was based on recent allocative trends in different social-services sectors. An underlying assumption was that these trends should somehow correspond to expressed priorities. As actors within a local context, politicians can be expected to be either positive or negative to prevailing changes in resource distribution. The data in this study do not, however, support these kinds of relationships in any direction. In only one of the six municipalities did the allocative trend (decreased resources to child welfare) coincide with expressed priorities (a relatively low priority to children). Overall it seems that the decision-makers' opinions are only very weakly related (if at all) to local standards or local development.
Is the allocative profile created in a certain municipality, then, independent of basic values and political will? The nature of the data collected here does not allow any definite answer to that question. Resource allocation within local politics is a multifaceted activity where numerous interests are involved. In their capacity as those responsible for forming local policy the politicians have to be actively oriented towards professionals within the social-services organizations, local opinion, clients, and other stakeholders. This interaction may be more or less direct but overall it makes political decisions diffuse and rather hard to follow. In practice, local politics surpass the direct implementation of political programmes or compromises between political blocks. The views of the political decision-makers are normally intertwined with a layer of conflicting or alternative perspectives and the outcome of these processes are normally not easy to predict.
